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ABSTRACT 

This paper covers issues concerning public or cable 
educational television for young children. The basic question is 
whether the use of an interactive system should be taught to young 
children by untrained family members in the home or by workers in day 
care centers. Preliminary studies of such a system for four -year— olds 
from both advantaged and disadvantaged homes indicate that they not 
only can learn to operate such a system with the help of a parent or 
sibling but enjoy it. The advantages of such a system include; (1) 
Both the parent and child can receive instruction ; (2) Master 
teachers and expert programing can be made available to every child 
with access to TV; and (3) Immediate feedback and tangible 
reinforcement of appropriate responses implen^nt learning in young 
children. Despite these advantages, the proposed system drew the full 
approval of only half of 10 educational specialists responding to a 
questionnaire on the system. This difference of opinion gives rise to 
two more issues; (1) the controversy on whether a tangible re%raird 
should be associated with learning in the young child, and (2) the 
fiuestion of whether the Instruction should reward the child for 
learning a nldldle- class Anglo vocabulary or a ninority-graup 
vooabnlary. Although som study has been made of these and other 
Issues, it is reconmended that interdisciplinary debate be conducted 
to provide guidance to public policy makers. (Ck) 
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Mld-ccntinent Regional Educational Laboratory 
Since Hunt ud Bloom drew attmtim to the critical Importance erf the preschool 
years for later learning abllltyp there has been a general move to broaden the scope 
of learning opportunities for young children. Karl Pribram^ has recently reported 
work by Hyden giving evidrace that neurons make contacts past divided glial cells, thus 
increasing brain function capacity, only after repetition of a nerve impulse pattern. 

The cost and logistics involved in provldii^ for this enriching input to young children, 
however, have slowed efforts to mnplify that now being provided by parents, nursery 
schools, day care centers, and television programs.. The low per capita cost of 
televised instruction would appear to make it the most efficient mode of such stimula- 
tion. 

There is little disaeat among the ranks of those c^llng for improvement in the 
quality and quantity of TV programming for ohiidren. When the undoubted capacity 
at the medium for Instruetim is discussed, however, the continuing division between 
behaviorlsts nd humanists idVeets opinlaii here also. Kllger-, for example, has 
been critical of the Sesame Street approach becauee a failure to apply systematic 
methods of la^^usge teaching* Tottler^ urges that we begin in tto nursexy to acquaint 
the n^ generation with the eaviraamantal ohai«es to which thiQr must adapt as a result 
at teehnolo^. llaxtlB'*, wr itin g on "Self-growth nd self-enhascement through 
teehnology, " obeervee that It offers the greatest potential for effeettag learning In 
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cognitive skill areas "acquired and employed in Intellectual isolation" such as 
reading Mid mathematics, but also notes Its latent potential for simulating 
environments and teaching processes. Yet programming emphasis is still 
primarily on entertainment. 

These ej^ectations outlined for the medium point to the need for an interactive 




TV system with programming designed to provide learnii^ experiences. Two-way 
cable TV could do so, but it appears that wide availability of such a system is some 
years away. We have proposed mi interim system making use of tone signals placed 
on the videotape received by the home or school TV. The viewer indicales his choice 
of response by pressing a button cm a response unit. After each appropriate response, 
a smiling face lights up on the response box and a token may be dispensed by the 
apparatus. The tokens mgy be used to coniplete formboards, or the parent or his 
surrogate may establish the value of the token after the child receives the first few, 
then schedule subsequent exchanges as appropriate. Locking of the keyboard before 
feedback Is given precludes misuse. 

This system will permit Immediate feedback to the learner Mid, to the extent that 
air or cable channel time is available, will allow programs of a sequential nature 
to be offered to young viewers, so that they can integrate and ccmflrm each new bit 
of learning. 

The baste queatlon yet to be answered, of course, is whether the use ^ an inter- 
active aystem be tautfit to youag children 1^ untrained family members in the home, or 
by workers In day care centers. 

Our prollminazy studies of such a ay^em with four-year-olda from both advMi- 
taged luid dtsadvantiQ^ homea indicate that they not only can lemm to operste such 
a systom with the help of parents or slUmgs, hut en|ay It. Parent oooperatloa, 
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of course, is mandatory. We have found thrt children from homes having rather 
stringent discipline m*e quite reluctmit to operate the response apparidus without 
continuous initio support by an authority figure. 

The advantages of such a system are: 

1. Both parent uid child cu receive Instruction, testing and feedback in the home. 

2. Master teachers and expert programming can be made available to every child 
with access to the TV; Ed Zigler's concern about the quality control of multiple day 
care centers could be reduced measurably by Instidlation of this transportable 
curriculum for preschoolers, 

3. ImmediiAe feedback mid tangible reinforcement of appr^riate responses 
implement learning in young children; this system requires little or no staff time after 
the initio demonstration to the child. 

4. Educational productivity is greatly enhmiced; coat-benefits ratio is low. 

5. As Terry Borton^ has pointed out, the richness of TV fare typically exceeds the 
young child's capacity for digesting it, altiiough he uncritically attempts this. It is 
a curriculum in need of adaptation to the capacity of the preschool viewer. 

6. Evaluation of progress of each viewer la possible throu^ the collection 
of data from frequency coimters Installed in response boxes. 

7. Multlple-ehsanel CATV cspscity allovra progranuned instruction at different 
levels of diffieulty to be transinttied aimultwieously. Two-way CATV lldEed to a 
conaputer will allow the monitor tag and recording of each child's percentage of hits 
and nafasM, so that he can idwajra be challei^ed 1^ new material. 

8. Reaeueh potential is Ugh. 

5. Boetcn, T. nud andlo telerlslan. Batarsrd Edu^lonU Review. 41. a). 

Feliriiazy, 1971, 64-78. 
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Despite these r^her obvious advantages , the proposed system drew the full 



approval of only half of ten educational specialists responding to oar questionnaire 
on this system. Two did not actively oppose use of token reinforcement, but either 
urged that its use be limited to special groups or be phased out as soon as possible. 
Three were completely opposed to its use. Responses to the question **How do_you 
view the giving of a token to the child fox" participating in the program?" were as 
follows: 



View token system as 
desirable 


Would not object to tokens 
given for attention by very 
young or very handicapped 
children but would prefer 
intrinsic motivatiem 


View token system 
as undesirable 


Education of Handic^»ped 


NEA project staff member 


Elementaxy Education 


faculty member 




faculty member 


Special Eduesation 


Statical Manager, Public TV 


Montessori system 


faculty member 


Station Operated by School 
District 


Instructor 


Evaluator ot H«d Start 




National Reading Center 


Program 

Communication Department 
faculty member 

Researclier on MoateesoFl 
sy stein versus tiadttlgnal 
nursery nystem for 
dlsadvmitaged children 




staff member 
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One respondent to our Cjuestionnaire expressed concern that ovcrzc?alot;s parents 
would place undue importance on the earning of tokens as a measure of learning, 
perhaps requiring a disproportionaielv high rate of correct response. 

Some pointed out that, during teles^ised input into the home, we ciinnot be certain 
either that the learner observes intended feedback or receives an intended reward, 
even though he makes the response* In fnrt, if the respondent's older sibling 
pockets a token earned by the preschooler, he may feel considerable frustration 
from inability to wrest possession of the reward from the other. 

It was also stated that the most effective principles of programmed instruction 
cannot be applied via TV in the absence of a two-way system. Thus, we may design 
a series of programs to teach action verbs to preschool children, test these on one 
group^ then transmit these to a new group only to learn from randomized home ob- 
servation that learning was not as rapid in the new group, so that many more repeti^ 
tlons and less new material should have been scheduled. 




This clear division of c^inion on the desirability ef making use of a ccntlngeney 
system points up one of the most difficult issues to resolve; that is the controversy 
on whether a tmiglble reward should be associated wttti leaimlng Ir the young child. 
Attachment of a symbolic value to the token arouses fears of ’^building 

materfulistle ciqpeciattons among young children" in mapy persons committed to the 
"intrinsic motivatfon" position with r^^rd to leaming* 
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Secondary to this issue Is the question of whether the Instruction should reward 
the child for learning a middle-class Anglo vocabulary or a minority-group vocab- 
ulary* Since public TV is by definition Intended to serve no special interest group, 
a decision to teach a middle-class vocabulary via TV may evoke strong protests. 

But wo have inconclusive evidence on the typm of instructor speech patterns 

that best facilitate learning in the young child* Research findings are far from 

6 

uniform* Bereltcr and Engclmann (1968) gave evidence that direct Instmctlon in 

I 

standard English is effective as a means of obviating the problem. Kelsler and Stern 
(1968) found that children who received instruction in a familiar dialect learned more 
than a comparable group receiving instructions in standard English. 

Borton's two week study of the use of dual audio for commercial TV In inner city 
homes is quite relevant to this issue. From It, he concluded that the Mrrator 
must speak in a language pattern and Intonation which th^r can easily understand. He 
says '*Whfte middle-class language patterns were ^en l^t on black working class 
children: a 'teacher voloc' that turned dual audio into a lecture was a sure guarantee 
that children would tune out. ” 
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Ry Strom's study of the offect of eight weeks of standard English dialect training 
on pronunciation and oral reading scores of black first graders indicated the proce- 
dures used in that study produced n^ligiblc results (1968). His interpretation of 
this outcome suggested that factors other than the method per se might be responsible, 
namely, short duration of the study, lack of uniformity between tne oral dialect mater- 
ials and the reading materials, low interest level of the dialect lessons, and Inappro- 
priatencss of the reading ability tests. 

With regard to the broader question regarding reward for learning, the obvious 
solution to the problem of possibly building expectation of tangible reward for 
subsequent school suocess is to allow each parent to supplement or substitute 
the array of rewards offered by the TV system with his or her own array. Since 
paicntal time and attention have enduring appeal for the young child, these may 
prove the most effective symbolic value of the token. 

This issue needs our thoughtful att^tion. Two alternatives are possible. The 
young child may be rewarded (1) either to confirm the correctness of his choice of 
alternative dealing, say with la^uage, e.g. grammar, meaning or usage or (2) he 
may be rewarded merely for payli^ attention to the program. If we choose the secemd, 
we dlseard the confirmatory power of the token. If we choose the former, we perhaps 
risk the danger of parents setting an unattainable level <rf achievement for the child. 



^ystroBi, R, E, The effects ot etencbird dlideet tmtebig on Negro flrM-gniders 
learnliig to reed. Pis— t^en Abetraete . 41t9, 4900A, 1968. 
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Carl Rogers, In his historic dialogue with B. F, Skinner on the dangers of control 
by psychotechnolo^, expressed concern about the potential power of the "hidden 
persuader." While there appears little doubt but that the use of interactive TV to 
Instruct preschoolers in the homo is a powerful means of acculturating these children 
and thus greatly augmenting the probability of their later sustained school success, the 
clangors of misuse (unintcntimal or for purposes extranecjus to Instruction) should be 
clarified and confronted in order for control to be maintained. 

These and other issues not touched on here would seem to warrant thoughtful 
interdisciplinary debate to provide guidance to public policy makers. 



This paper was rMd at the synqMeiumi issues to the Use of TV to Foster Lwiniteg 
in Preschool ChlMrcn. held at tiM American Psychological Assocbdloii me^fag, 
WashtaigtcB, b. C., Septem ber, 1971. 
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